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The Lifestyle of the “Urban Tribe”
Rachel Friedman, Ph.D., and Nichelle D. McNabb, Ph.D.
Abstract 
It was once the norm for people to get married in their early twenties, 
perhaps right after college or maybe during college. Once married, there was 
the need to start a family as soon as possible. However, nowadays, people 
appear to be substituting (at least for this period of time after college) the 
traditional family structure with a new one – the “urban tribe.” This paper 
takes a critical approach to examining portrayals of rituals in “urban tribes” 
in two television shows – Will & Grace and Friends in which we argue that 
the progressive elements of these shows counter the master narratives of 
traditional family values and that these counter stories act as resistance to 
the given context of family. 
Relevant key concepts: urban tribes, nontraditional family, counterstories, 










one	 another	 in	 terms	 of	 loyalty,	 gossip,	 routines	 and	 rituals,	 roles,	 dating	
rules,	and	“barn	raising.”	Watters	argued	 that	 the	meaning	of	 these	groups	
is	 probably	most	 clearly	 defined	 by	 routines	 and	 rituals,	 perhaps	 because	
this	 helps	 to	 solidify	 their	 sense	 of	 community	 and	 belonging.	According	
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are	personally	and	socially	through	this	membership,	which	requires	certain	
ritualistic	behaviors	to	be	enacted	over	and	over.	
Watters	 (2003)	 claimed	 to	 see	 “urban	 tribes”	 depicted	 in	 many	
contemporary	 television	shows	 thus	 this	paper	 takes	a	critical	approach	 to	





life,”	as	 they	 seem	 to	be	at	 the	moment.	We	will	begin	by	 identifying	 the	




inquiries	on	counterstories	and	resistance	in	Will & Grace and	Friends. 
The Dominant Master Narrative
While	 no	 single	 element	 of	 our	 popular	 culture	 can	 likely	 be	
proven	to	be	the	sole	cause	of	a	particular	family	member’s	behavior,	 it	 is	




















makers	 put	 forth	 by	 the	 suburban	 development	 and	 the	 consumer	 product	
industry”	(p.74).	
	 According	to	Mock	(2011)	“That	the	domestic	sitcoms	of	the	1950s	
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presented	an	idealized	picture	of	the	American	family	is	a	truism	that	almost	






depicted	 as	 solving	 problems	 for	 their	 children	 (Reep	 &	 Dambrot,1994)	
and	the	bread	winner	or	head	of	the	family	has	traditionally	been	a	college	
educated	 man	 (	 Haralovich,	 1989).	 Representative	 anecdotes	 of	 such	
television	 shows	 include	Leave it to Beaver, Donna Reed, Father Knows 
Best (Morgan,	Leggett	&	Shanahan,	1999)	and	Ozzy and Harriet	(Lee	and	
Murfield,	1995).	
Will & Grace and Friends
 Will & Grace began	 in	September	1998,	 and	was	a	 success	 from	
the	beginning,	winning	many	awards,	including	Golden	Globes,	Emmys,	and	
GLAAD	 (Gay	 and	 Lesbian	Alliance	Against	 Defamation)	Media	Awards.	










Interestingly,	 homosexuality	 is	 not	 the	 center	 of	 the	 show.	 The	 humor	












we	will	examine	two	episodes	of	this	show	–	Homo for the holidays	and	All 
about Christmas Eve.
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Friends
Friends	began	in	1994	and	has	since	received	44	Emmy	nominations	









members	 in	 this	group),	and	she	 is	 the	obsessive	compulsive	cleaner,	who	
must	win	every	game	she	plays.	Chandler	becomes	Monica’s	husband,	and	
he	is	the	witty	sarcastic	one,	who	has	an	answer	for	everything.	He	also	has	











episodes	 from	Friends –	“The	one	with	 the	Thanksgiving	flashbacks”	and	
“The	one	with	the	holiday	armadillo.”	
Political Context
	 Both	television	shows, Friends and	Will and Grace,	emerged	at	a	
time	when	great	controversy	surrounded	portrayals	of	the	American	family.	
On	May	17,	1992	President	George	H.W.	Bush	argued	 in	his	Notre	Dame	
Commencement	 speech,	 “At	 the	heart	 of	 the	problems	 facing	our	 country	
stands	 an	 institution	 under	 siege.	 That	 institution	 is	 the	American	 family.	




Ultimately	 however,	 marriage	 is	 a	 moral	 issue	 that	 requires	
cultural	consensus,	and	the	use	of	social	sanctions.	Bearing	babies	
irresponsibly	is,	simply,	wrong.	…
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It	doesn’t	help	matters	when	prime	time	TV	has	Murphy	Brown	-	a	character	






a	 speech	 to	 the	Cleveland	City	Club,	on	 the	 topic	of	 family	values.	 In	his	
speech,	 he	 talked	 about	 his	 own	 family.	 He	 argued	 for	 a	 more	 inclusive	









The	 “family	 values”	 argument	 is	 rooted	 in	 political	 ideology	 and	 religion	






(p.12).	Thus,	 in	creating	a	family	 that	was	not	consistent	with	 the	Biblical	
interpretation,	Murphy	Brown	challenged	traditional	Christian	morals.
 
Morgan,	 Leggett	 and	 Shanahan	 (1999)	 tested	 the	 hypothesis	 put	 forth	 by	
Dan	Quayle	in	his	argument	against	Murphy	Brown.	The	researchers	used	a	
social	survey	“to	assess	relations	between	television	viewing	and	judgments	
about	 illegitimacy	 and	 single	 parenthood”	 (p.	 47).	 	 They	 found	 that	 Dan	
Quayle’s	argument	of	media	impact	on	declining	family	values	was	accurate.	
Additionally,	 they	 proved	 their	 central	 hypothesis,	which	was	 “those	who	
spend	more	 time	watching	 television	 are	more	 likely	 to	 perceive	 the	 real	
world	in	ways	that	reflect	the	most	common	and	recurrent	messages	of	the	
television	world”	 (p.	 49).	 If	 viewers’	 perceptions	 are	 shaped	by	 television	
shows	 like	Murphy Brown,	 then	 the	message	 that	single	women	can	make	
it	 on	her	 own	may	also	have	persuasive	 force.	 If	 so,	 the	message	may	be	
empowering	 to	women	who	 once	 felt	 trapped	 in	 a	marriage	 because	 they	
were	without	other	options	(Young,	2001).
The Florida Communication Journal  66
Master Narratives, Counter Stories, and Resistance











explaining	people	 and	 their	 subsequent	behaviors.	However,	 the	myth	can	
also	have	ideological	implications.
	 Nelson	(2001)	argued	that	“counterstories	come	into	being	through	
a	process	of	ongoing	engagement	with	 the	narratives	 they	resist”	 (p.	169).	
This	means	the	narratives	may	go	back	and	forth,	and	some	may	be	stronger,	
others	 weaker,	 but	 it	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 negotiation	 of	 sorts.	We	 can	 often	
see	 this	process	 taking	place	 in	 the	media,	 as	 it	 is	 a	 forum	which	permits	








conceptual	 narrativity	 tries	 to	 change	 and	 challenge	 the	 “society,”	 the	
“actor,”	and	“culture”	(Margaret	Somers,	1994,	p.	620).	We	contend	that	the	
ideological	 formation	 of	 these	 shows	 constitutes	 conceptual	 narrativity	 in	
that	the	programs	aim	to	create	a	new	narrative	(of	the	“urban	tribe”)	to	exist	
alongside	the	current	ones	on	family	and	family	values.	
Will & Grace – “All About Christmas Eve”
The	first	show	we	examined	was	Will & Grace	in	their	“All	About	Christmas	
Eve”	episode	from	season	five,	 in	which	Grace,	who	is	already	married	to	
Leo,	 the	 Jewish	doctor,	 leaves	Will	 alone	 for	 the	holiday.	Karen	 and	 Jack	
already	 have	 plans	 to	 stay	 at	 a	 hotel	 and	wait	 for	 Santa	 to	 drop	 off	 their	
presents.	Essentially,	Will	is	the	only	one	without	holiday	plans.	Below	is	an	
example	of	how	this	“family”	functions	in	this	situation	comedy	genre:	






























One	 other	 important	 element	 in	 this	 passage	 is	Will’s	 loneliness.	
Will	 is	 often	 lonesome,	 as	 he	 has	 no	 significant	 other	 in	 his	 life.	 Even	
though	he	 is	gay,	his	 friend	and	 life	partner	was	always	Grace.	They	even	
considered	having	a	child	together	through	insemination.	Again,	this	changed	
when	 she	 got	married.	 She	 no	 longer	 has	 the	 same	 relationship	with	Will	
All	 transcripts	 from	 these	 shows	 were	 taken	 from	 the	 following	 websites:	 www.
durfee.net	and	www.twiztv.com
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and	wants	 to	 have	 children	with	 her	 husband.	 In	 this	 episode,	we	 suspect	
Will	 finds	 solace	 in	 spending	 the	 holidays	with	Karen	 and	 Jack,	 but	 still,	
like	most	singles,	desires	a	relationship	that	is	more	intimate	or	at	least	more	
genuine,	 like	 the	one	he	had	with	Grace.	While	 this	does	not	diminish	 the	
importance	of	 relationships	 in	 “urban	 tribes,”	 it	 does	 reflect	 the	desires	of	
singles	in	their	thirties	to	begin	the	more	serious	lifestyle.	Additionally,	this	


























ARE	 ON	 THEIR	 HANDS	 AND	 KNEES	 LOOKING	 UP	 THE	
FIREPLACE.]













The	dynamics	of	 this	 group	only	 change	when	one	person	 in	 the	
group	engages	in	a	more	serious	relationship	with	someone	outside	the	group.	
One	reason	this	may	occur	is	because	the	outsider	does	not	know	the	rituals	
and	 rules	 and	has	not	 spent	 significant	 bonding	 time	with	 the	others.	And	
in	this	case	of	the	married	couple	(Leo	and	Grace),	Leo	is	the	outsider	who	
diverts	Grace’s	 attention	 away	 from	 the	others.	 In	 comparison	 to	Friends, 
this	 is	 not	 a	 problematic	 issue	 with	 the	 one	married	 couple	 (Monica	 and	
Chandler)	because	both	were	members	of	the	tribe	from	the	beginning	and	
their	marriage	came	much	later.	
Friends – “The one with the Thanksgiving flashbacks”
On	 the	 show	 Friends,	 the	 “Thanksgiving	 Flashback”	 episode	
demonstrates	 the	ritualistic	behaviors	of	each	character.	Because	 this	story	
is	 told	 through	flashbacks,	viewers	get	 to	see	how	each	character	was	first	
introduced	to	the	others.	The	audience	also	sees	that	the	group	customarily	
spends	 this	 holiday	 together,	 as	 their	 relatives	 (mainly	 their	 parents)	 are	
always	 depicted	 as	 crazy	 and	 irrational.	 Additionally,	 everyone	 is	 aware	
that	Chandler	hates	this	holiday	as	Joey	says,	“Come	on,	I	wanna	hear	it!	It	
wouldn’t	 be	Thanksgiving	without	Chandler	 bumming	us	 out.”	The	 scene	
then	flashes	back	to	Thanksgiving	1978	when	Chandler’s	mother	explains,	
“Now	Chandler	dear,	just	because	your	father	and	I	are	getting	a	divorce	it	
doesn’t	mean	we	don’t	 love	you.	 It	 just	means	he	would	rather	sleep	with	
the	 houseboy	 than	 me.”	 Chandler’s	 story	 is	 followed	 by	 Phoebe’s	 story	
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Interestingly,	 it	 is	 this	 episode	 that	 we	 can	 fully	 conceptualize	
Monica	and	Chandler’s	past	and	present	relationship.	In	one	scene,	there	is	
a	flashback	to	Thanksgiving	1987	at	Monica	and	Ross’s	parents	house	–	the	











As	 the	scene	 returns	 to	present	day,	Chandler	asks,	“That’s	why	I	 lost	my	
toe?!	Because	I	called	you	fat?!”	As	Monica	apologizes,	he	complains	about	
how	much	he	hates	this	day	and	returns	to	his	apartment	quite	upset.	Monica	











within	 relationships	 and	 stories	 that	 shift	 over	 time	 and	 space”	 (Margaret	
Somers,	1994,	p.	621).	Because	this	is	a	flashback	episode,	the	shift	is	more	
clearly	revealed.	Some	of	the	other	narratives	which	surround	the	conceptual	
one	 are	 also	more	 readily	 revealed.	 For	 example,	Monica	 and	Chandler’s	
ontological	 identity	 as	 a	 couple	 is	 negotiated.	 Their	 identity	 is	 relational,	
and	 that	 there	 are	many	 aspects	 of	 their	 relationship	 that	 are	 contextually	
based	 in	 the	 public,	 meta,	 and	 conceptual	 narratives.	 This	 is	 a	 change	 in	
how	 traditional	 love	 stories	 are	being	 told.	 In	 this	 “urban	 tribe,”	 there	 are	
dating	 rules,	 thus	 the	 discourse	 of	 relationships	 is	 changing	 all	 together.	
On	one	hand,	 there	 is	 the	possibility	 that	Monica	and	Chandler’s	potential	
relationship	could	ruin	the	group’s	dynamics;	perhaps	that	is	why	Chandler	
accidentally	admits	his	 love.	Also,	 there	 is	 the	chance	 that	dating	may	not	
be	tolerated	by	other	group	members.	Or,	maybe	things	will	work	out	great.	
Nonetheless,	 the	way	 their	new	 identity	as	 a	 couple	would	be	constructed	
might	require	a	new	vocabulary	or	paradigm	that	would	ultimately	be	drawn	





tribe,”	 their	 commitment	 apart	 from	 marriage,	 and	 their	 delay	 in	 getting	
married	all	work	as	resistance	to	the	masternarratives	on	marriage	and	family.	











Hanukkah	and	 they	 light	 the	menorah	 together.	Lighting	 the	menorah	 is	 a	
ritualistic	 element	 that	 is	usually	 reserved	 for	 families,	 specifically	 Jewish	
families	who	 celebrate	 this	 holiday.	 Interestingly,	 in	 spite	 of	 the	menorah	
lighting	as	 a	 secluded	act	 (Jewish	 families)	 this	may	constitute	one	of	 the	
yearly	 rituals	 that	 are	 acceptable	 because	 of	 the	 group’s	 history	 (Watters,	
2003).	What	this	means	is	that	perhaps	they	have	a	record	of	holiday	seasons	











Will & Grace – “Homo for the Holidays”
 In	this	episode,	the	“urban	tribe,”	Will,	Grace,	Karen,	and	Jack,	get	
together	 for	Thanksgiving.	As	with	 all	 the	 other	 examples,	 it	 is	 this	 ritual	






















take	 to	 travel	 from	her	 house	 to	Will’s	 apartment	with	 the	 dish.	Below	 is	
Judith	and	Grace’s	exchange:	
JUDITH:	 No,	 he	 said	 you	 were	 sort	 of	 funny.	You’re	 a	 cutie.	 I	
can	 see	why	 Jack	wooed	you.	Bet	you	made	an	adorable	 couple.	








Finally,	 Grace	 and	 Will	 discover	 that	 Jack’s	 mother	 is	 unaware	 of	 his	
sexuality.	The	remainder	of	 the	episode	is	devoted	to	convincing	Jack	that	












JUDITH:	You	 could	 never	 disappoint	 me.	 I	 just	 want	 you	 to	 be	
happy.	Looking	back	on	it...	There	have	been	clues.	When	you	were	
a	 child,	 you	were	 overly	 fond	 of	 the	 nursery	 rhyme	 “Rub-a-dub-
dub,	3	men	in	a	tub.”	And	you	do	have	a	lot	of	flamboyantly	gay	
friends.	I	mean,	look	at	Will.	No	matter	what,	Jack...	You’re	what	











Nelson	 (2001)	 identified	 three	 forms	 of	 resistance	 through	






television	shows	like	Will & Grace and	Friends,	viewers	still	expect	to	see	
traditional	depictions	of	family.
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From	our	analysis	and	research,	a	show	like	Will & Grace	is	created	
to	be	“culturally	digestable	and	widely	circulated”	(Nelson,	2001,	p.	151).	
Battles	 and	 Hilton-Morrow	 (2003)	 even	 suggested	 that	 this	 show	 uses	
humor	 to	make	 serious	 ideological	 conflicts	 (perhaps	 like	 homosexuality)	







(he	 does	 not	 act	 feminine,	 he	 is	 not	 promiscuous,	 he	 is	 not	 shallow,	 etc.)	
Jack	 represents	 these	 stereotypes.	 Thus,	 viewers	 who	 want	 to	 hold	 on	 to	
stereotypical	assumptions	can	do	so	even	while	embracing	the	counterstory.
The	 last	 form	 of	 resistance	 is	 refusal,	 which	 means	 the	 goal	 “is	















all	of	 the	people	of	 these	“urban	 tribes”	near	 their	 late	 thirties,	 they	sit	on	
the	 margins	 of	 the	 acceptable/\unacceptable	 border.	Viewers	 may	 wonder	
whether	they	should	be	engaged	in	a	more	serious	lifestyle?	
It	should	be	obvious	 that	all	 forms	of	 resistance	are	slow	moving	
and	poor,	and	part	of	this	is	because	the	“actors”	are	still	expected	to	fulfill	
the	liberating	and	oppressive	aspects	of	the	narratives.	This	is	not	surprising	
given	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 particular	masternarrative	 is	 central	 to	Americans’	
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Conclusion 
Counterstories	 are	 the	 best	 form	 of	 resistance	 we	 have.	 One	 of	




in	 the	 counterstory.	 One	 probably	 could	 not	 be	 a	 polygamist	 and	 still	 be	
considered	 to	 have	 family	 values	 according	 to	 most	 people,	 as	 this	 most	
likely	 strays	 too	much	 from	what	 is	 socially	 suitable.	 But,	 this	 is	 not	 the	
case	with	 “urban	 tribes.”	Traditionally,	 there	has	 always	been	an	accepted	
(although	short	break)	between	leaving	the	birth	family,	finishing	the	college	
education,	 and	marrying	and	establishing	a	 family.	A	brief	hiatus	between	






of	 the	 nontraditional	 family	 in	 entertainment.	Will & Grace	 and	 Friends 
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